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Abstract

This article takes a fresh look at the various Hebrew inscriptions of the
pre-exilic period, which are to be understood as letters, model letters,
or dedicatory inscriptions. In particular, letter introductions and letter
endings are examined. Not all elements of the earlier model letter
introductions are found in later periods. Military-style letters between
superiors and their subordinates are very brisk but nevertheless use
various idiomatic and syntactic devices to express their objectives.
Letters between colleagues or friends emphasize the blessing of
YHWH they wish for their recipients but still differ from dedicatory
inscriptions. The unprovenanced Hebrew ostraca published so far
employ the same basic greeting formulas known from provenanced
materials. Some letters from Arad and Lachish seem to have peculiar
endings due to important information being kept for the last sentence.

Keywords: Hebrew ostraca; late pre-exilic letters; greeting formulas; letter endings;
dedicatory inscriptions; Arad; Ketef Hinnom; Kuntillet ‘Ajrad; Lachish.

K. Martin Heide. 2024. How to write Hebrew Letters in Iron Age I Israel and Judah: SIAR
Some Observations on the Art of Letter Writing.

Jerusalem Journal of Archaeology 7: 23-42. %
ISSN: 2788-8819; https://doi.org/10.52486/01.00007.2; https://jjar.huji.ac.i

23


https://doi.org/10.52486/01.00007.2

How to write Hebrew Letters in Iron Age II Israel and Judah 24

1. Introduction

The last decade saw a renewed interest in the reading and understanding of
Iron Age Hebrew letters, which are mainly known from the Lachish and Arad
ostraca (henceforth, LO and AO, respectively). To name but a few, the complete
publication of the Kuntillet ‘Ajrid inscriptions (Meshel 2012) has finally given
scholars the opportunity to read and understand these intriguing school tablets;
multispectral images from the Ophel (Jerusalem) ostracon published and
analyzed by Shira Faigenbaum-Golovin et al. (2015) improved the legibility and
understanding of this important ostracon; in a similar way, Shira Faigenbaum-
Golovin and her colleagues (2020) reread and reinterpreted AO 24; the ostraca
from Lachisch received a reappraisal in an Oxford dissertation (Zammit 2016);
applying multispectral imaging to AO 16, Anat Mendel-Geberovich and her
colleagues (2017) provided us with a better reading and understanding of this
letter; William Schniedewind’s The Finger of the Scribe (2019) has demonstrated
once more that the formal structures of Hebrew letters owe much to older
traditions in Mesopotamia and Syria; André Lemaire and Michael Langlois
(2021) have recently published a preliminary overview of the Judahite religion
in light of the (unprovenanced) Hebrew ostraca from the Jeselsohn Collection;
finally, re-evaluating LO 2, Alice Mandell (2022) offered a new interpretation
that sees it as a model letter.

My aim in this article is to take a fresh look at the various Iron Age I Hebrew
letters, highlighting their similarities and differences in terms of openings and
endings. Important observations on this subject have been mainly presented
by Pardee et al. (1982), Thomas (2009), Bridge (2010), Zammit (2016), and
Schniedewind (2019). Hence, all the basic observations and much beyond have
already been made. Moreover, it is good to bear in mind that of the millions of
written communications likely exchanged in Iron Age Judah, only very few have
come down to us, permitting only cautious observations and conclusions.

Unless stated otherwise, the inscriptions cited below follow Ahituv (2008).
The Kuntillet ‘Ajrad inscriptions are cited according to Ahituv, Eshel, and Meshel
(2012). Abbreviations for Hebrew inscriptions follow Dobbs-Allsopp et al. (2005).

2. The Earliest Iron Age Hebrew Letter Openings

There is only indirect evidence for the earliest Hebrew letters in the form
of introductory formulas. They were probably written in a scribal training
workshop in Kuntillet ‘Ajrad (KAjr) and date to ca. 800 BCE (Ahituv 2014: 30;
Schniedewind 2014). Practice piece KAjr 3.6 is one. Compared with later letter
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openings, its praescriptio seems to address a superior (“my lord”) and appears as
full and polite as possible: 7an M2 .7N372 .AR .0%@A TR MR PIAR MR
TR QY O TN TN .ANIWRD), “Message of *Amaryaw: Say to my lord, are
you well? T (hereby) bless' you to YHWH of Teman and to his asherah.> May
He bless you and may He keep you, and may He be with my lord.” Traces of
being used as a palimpsest show the preliminary character of this letter
(Schniedewind 2019: 36). Another letter of this type, KAjr 3.1, was
probably meant to be written by a superior to a known subordinate (cf.
Schniedewind 2023: 209): .n272 [...]9 AW S5 aar 0 12 [ IR BR
AWK Y LMY .00nR, “Message of A... m... k: Say to Yaheli and to
Yo‘asah and to [...] I (hereby) bless you to YHWH of Samaria and to his
Asherah” Both messages begin with the noun 72§, which resonates with similar
opening formulas from Ugarit (Ahituv, Eshel, and Meshel 2012: 90;
Schniedewind and Smoak 2019: 6). Thus, the phrase thm PN IPN rgm,
“message of PN: to PN say,” was a standard introductory formula in Ugaritic
letters (DUL 852) and has the same structure as the Northwest Semitic formula
"mr PN IPN "mr, “message of PN: to PN say”

Edomite, Ammonite, and Phoenician letters used this or similar letter
openings until the 6th century BCE. The Edomite ostracon from Horvat ‘Uza
(Na’aman 2012: 215) combines both initial address and greeting in a manner
similar to KAjr 3.6: .ny1 01p% n372m .nR .0%wa Pa%a% R phnd omy,
“Message of Lamilk: Say to Blbl: Are you well? I (hereby) bless you to Qaus.
And now ...” (lines 1-3). The Ammonite ostracon Tell el-Mazar 3 (Aufrecht
2019: 363) has a similar letter opening but omits the blessing: X v75 MK
nN NR 5w [PIRTWY .nRY, “Message of Palt: Say to his brother, to ‘Abda’[il]:
Are you well? And now ...” (lines 1-3). The basic structure, this time in reverse
order—to PN say ... message of PN—is also found in the Phoenician papyrus
from Saqqgara: | InAR | MR | DWIR | NARD | MR [NPIAYR N2 NI [ INTR
| OmBAN | 9R 9991 | jp¥ Syab | N2 | obw | TR | AR | DR | 2bun | xwa
0ow | 1792, “(To) my lady(?) [ ] 'rst daughter of 'smnytn. Say to my sister 'rst:
Message of your sister B : Are you well? I am also well. I (hereby) bless you to
Ba‘al Zaphon and to all gods of Tahpanhes, may they create well-being for
you” (KAI 50:1-2; see Thomas 2009: 21-24; Cross 2003: 242 fn. 28).

1 The performative perfect in the blessing n313, literally “I have blessed,” is translated as “I (hereby) bless
you,” and the expression nn%w, literally “T have sent,” is translated as “I send (herewith)” (see Rogland
2003: 115-131).

2 This and similar expressions can be understood to read ANWR? ... M2, “to YHWH ... and his asherah”
(pointing to a cultic object besides YHWH) or “to YHWH ... and his Asherah” (pointing to the
Canaanite deity besides YHWH) (see Ahituv 2014: 33-35; Schniedewind and Smoak 2019:11). The
text continues in the singular (“may He bless you”), which supports the former interpretation.
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However, this type of message opening was rarely used in Judean letters
from the pre-exilic period, although the use of the root 72X to cite a letter or
phrases from it is well attested (Schniedewind 2023: 215). Thus, the main
message of LO 3 starts with the words .990% .772v ji® nX X1 npon
nnow WK, “open the ear of your servant concerning the letter which you
sent” (lines 4-6), and continues with the remark “and inasmuch as my lord
said” (1nK, line 8), referring to a letter that was received “last night” (line 6).
Additionally, the same letter features the phrase “as for the letter ... which came
... from the prophet, saying” (1mX?, lines 19-21). The same meaning is most
likely found in the restored lines of LO 6, “my lord sent him the [lette]r of the
king [and] the letters of the officer[s, sayin]g” (712%%1) (lines 3-5), “will you not
write to [them] sa[ying]” (["21x%; lines 9-10), and AO 40 (lines 4-5): 773[v] v
[MI1AR WR .98 73[7], “your [ser |vant has inclined his [he ]art to what [you] sa[id].”

The only known Hebrew letter opening patterned after the Kuntillet ‘Ajrad
writing exercises but without the blessing is found in the papyrus of Wadi
Murraba‘at 1 from the first half of the 7th century BCE (Cross 2003: 116; HAE
I1/1: 9-11). However, this papyrus is a palimpsest and is, therefore, difficult to
read (Pardee et al. 1982: 121; Thomas 2009: 22-23): .A%[w] .72 20 1 958,
w2 09w AR AW, “Message of [ Jyahu to you (2): I surely send
(herewith) concerning the welfare of your house. And now ...” (Mur 17:1-2;
Milik 1961: 96; Ahituv 2008: 213). The same syntagm, even shorter, appears in
a partially legible ostracon from the antiquities market, “NN 4 (see Section 6).

It is puzzling that the expression 7n¥, message [of], was rarely used in
epistolary openings in late pre-exilic Judah and never in the Arad and Lachish
letters, although it was employed in 6th-century BCE Edomite, Ammonite, and
Phoenician letters. It is also remarkable that we never find the phrase 7n% 713, thus
says, which is frequent in the Hebrew Bible. Obviously, 2% 713, which is related to
umma, thus, in the Akkadian letter introductions (Knutson 1975: 199-207;
Thomas 2009: 22), represents an older and perhaps more sublime syntagm.
There is only one unprovenanced Moabite(?) inscription that initiates a divine
message with a variant of 12X 113, the dubious *Marzeah Papyrus (see Section 6).

In the Hebrew Bible, the formula 7% 713 is said to have been used by the
Moabite king Balak: 7i2%-12 p72 98 75 12 187, “and they said to him: Thus
says Balak the son of Zippor” (Num 22:16; my translation). Similarly, the king
of Aram announced: 777712 MR 715 2 KM, “and said to him: Thus says Ben-
Hadad” (1 Kgs 20:3). It is also reported to have been used by one of the judges
(Jdg 11:15), the Hebrew kings (1 Kgs 22:27; 2 Kgs 1:11,9:18-19,19:3), and the
Assyrian king Sennacherib (2 Kgs 18:19,29). Only once was this message formula
used by somebody who deferentially addressed his elder brother: *J78? 19nxn 13
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2Py’ 772V MR 12 WYY, “Thus shall you say to my lord, to Esau: Thus says your
servant Jacob” (Gen 32:5). Finally, of course, this formula was often used by
the prophets to deliver messages in YHWH’s name (Schniedewind 2019: 106;
2023:222-223), for example, ... *17 M WY 73 MR 777 2Ya79R), “and to
this people you shall say: Thus says YHWH: Behold ...” (Jer 21:8). It is also
known from the Aramaic proclamation of Jer 10:11: ain% pnxn 7173, “Thus
you shall say to them.”

The evidence from the inscriptions on the one hand and the Hebrew Bible
on the other leads to two basic suggestions: (1) Towards the late pre-exilic
period, introducing a message with 728 712 or 77K was not a feature of brief or
military communications (see Sections 3, 6) and was deemed unsuitable for
communications between personally acquainted people (see Sections 4, S);
(2) The predominantly authoritative, royal, but especially prophetic use of
the sublime form 72X 772 may have “sanctified” the expression, affecting even
its shorter version, 172, message of, and nearly supplanting its general use. In
favor of the latter theory is the frequent use of 77%% 713 in the Hebrew Bible for
introducing prophetic messages and its apparent absence from Hebrew
inscriptions. The phrase from LO 3:20-21 comes closest: “as for the letter ...
which came ... from the prophet, saying” (12x%).

3. Military-Style Letters of a Superior to his Subordinate

Approximately ten letters from Arad (7th-6th centuries BCE) begin concisely
with I + addressee + w't, constituting the standard opening of letters sent by
a superior to a subordinate (AOs 1-3, 5-11, 14, 17; in some letters partly
reconstructed): NN 27X 7% (To "Elyashib and now ...; cf. Thomas 2009:
24). After the transitory phrase n¥, and now (Schniedewind 2022), the body
of the letter consists of instructions that start with the command, in either
infinitive absolute (inf. abs.) or imperative (iprtv.) form. The former may also
be seen as an introductory imperative (cf. Watts 1962; Hatav 2021: 135-137).
Most of the letters start with the infinitive absolute inJ, give, while AOs 5, 6,
and 9 employ 1% or r%W, send. The text often prolongs the first command
form with infinitives, (or, more likely,) imperatives, perfect consecutives (wa-
qatal), or jussives (yigtol), as in the following letters:>

¢ AO 1 (inf. Abs., wa-iprtv., wa-x-yigtol, x-yigtol): o7 aw 2031 ... 1» ©°nd% 11 NN
1N ... PR L. 207N .. TR, “And now, give to the Kittiyim wine ..., and write

3 Toemphasize the phrases in question, the letters from Arad discussed in Section 3 are quoted with ellipses
(...) and without word dividers (for the analysis of the verbal forms, see also HAE I: 355-373, 381).
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the name of the day, and from the surplus ... you shall load. From the wine ...
you shall give” (lines 2—6).

¢ AO 2 (inf. abs., wa-qatal, negated yigtol, wa-qatal): 97 n20M.... T°... N2 101 N
D% NN PR 7Y R NRN 2, “And now, give to the Kittiyim ... wine ..., and
transfer (it) tomorrow, don’t delay. And if there is vinegar left, give it to them”
(lines 1-8).

e AO 3 (iprtv., wa-iprtv., iprtv., wa-qatal; see Na'aman 2011: 84): ... P11 1 1N M
. TOR NRP% anom avnn 190 [aIn[%] AR] P¥a ank ¥, “And now, give from
the wine ... And you shall pack with them dough [o]r [br]ea[d]. Count the wheat
and the bread and take for yourself ...” (lines 1-9).

¢ AQ 4: see below.

e AO S (inf. abs./iprtv., yigtol) is difficult to decipher, but multispectral imaging has
revealed a few more elements (Na’aman 2011: 85; 2021: 225): Inxn 17w mn
... DN [MwY? mnp A39N1... , “And now, send from you ... [loa]d flou[r to make
bread ...” (lines 1-6).

e In AO 6, only the first imperative or inf. abs. 15w is visible (line 2).

e AO 7 (inf. abs., wa-qatal, wa-x-iprtv., [wa-qatal restored according to Arad
Ostracon 4:17]):Mmn%wn anin (w0 ... 7107 Anana] ... a°nd% N1 ny, “And
now, give to the Kittiyim ..., [and] you shall write (it?) before you ..., and as for
oil, se[al and send it to us]” (lines 1-9).

e In AO 8, only the inf. abs. 1n1is visible (line 1).

¢ In AO 9, no verbal form is visible; the first verbal form is reconstructed as n>w.

¢ In AO 10, the body of the letter employs imperatives only: ([inf. abs.], iprtv.,
iprtv.): '3[ T2 A9 17w 12% 2A[n] .. 1 2n3% 12l Ny, “And now, [give to
the Kitt]iyim wine ... [SeJal (it), to Ben-Obadyahu se[nd it via the] Kittiyim” (lines
1-5).

¢ In AO 11, only the inf. abs. 1n1is visible (line 2), and, possibly, the imperatives.
Alp] ®9A, fill (and) take, in line 4 (Dobbs-Allsopp et al. 2005: 27).

e AO 12: see below.

¢ In AO 14, only the imperative or inf. abs. %% is visible (line 3). Lines 1-2 are
probably identical to AO 1:1-2 (Dobbs-Allsopp et al. 2005:30).

¢ AO 17, which is sent to am3, Nahum, is dominated by imperatives (inf. abs./
iprtv., wa-qatal, wa-iprtv, wa-iprtv.), while the commands’ urgency is emphasized
by the adverb 7171, quickly: anm maan 5% 5w 1 mw awn NP ... X2 N[
Tmnn2 AnX, “And now, go to ..., and you shall take from there one jar of oil, and
send to Ziph (?) quickly, and you shall seal it with your seal” (lines 1-6).
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It is noteworthy that two very concise letters skip the formal transition
ny), and now, demanding immediate action with the imperatives 1n, give (AO
4:1), and n[p], take (AO 12:1). Moreover, the body of both letters continues with
imperatives, while AO 4 even lacks word dividers (Aharoni 1981: 19; cf.
Schwiderski 1997: 143). In AO 12, as in AO 17, the necessity for immediate
action is further underlined by the adverb 7771, quickly. The use and context of
the imperatives in both letters support the view that their primary function is to
demand immediate action (Joiion 2008: 349):

e AO4:0a%1n 2 2 P un ) ann 1 1»w 22nd 10, “Give to the Kittiyim 1 (jar of)
oil; seal (it) and send it and 2 baths of wine give to them.”

e AO 12: an%a nIR ...1 1M ... 7R 2wonps] [anIk im .1 ind ([P, Takeone
(jar) of oil ... and give it [to Qau]sanal quickly ... and give the bread ...” (lines
1-6; not cited in Ahituv 2008; see Aharoni 1981: 26; Dobbs-Allsopp et al. 2005:
28-29).

These letter structures demonstrate that even the scribes of concise military-
style letters had recourse to various syntactic devices to express their relatively
stereotyped commands (infinitive absolute, imperative, wa-qatal, yigtol).

4. Letter Openings of a Subordinate to his Superior

4.1. Letters with a complete address

Subordinates’ communications to their superiors were done with courtesy and
politeness. When ’Elyashib is addressed by one of his subordinates, the “short
introduction” (see Section 3) expandsto ' 'dny + addressee + YHWH ys'1 lslmk w't.
Thus, AO 18 reads ny1 Tabw SRw» Mmir 2w oR 7R 9, “To my lord *Elyashib.
May YHWH concern himself with your well-being. And now ...” (lines 1-3).
Although the letter is addressed to a superior, an observation supported by lines
6-8 (1m¥ .MWX 1279, “and the matter which you commanded me”), the body
of the letter begins with an imperative continued by wa-x-yigtol (... 1™ nw% .In
... 1NN °07p, “give to Shemaryahu ... and to the Qerosite give ...,” lines 4-6). It
may be argued that jn and 1n1in the Arad letters denote merely “release to bearer”
(Pardee et al. 1982: 56). In other words, the imperative in Classical Hebrew is not
associated with an unobjectionable command, as in modern military language, as
it underscores the urgency of immediate action.*

4 Thus, in the Hebrew Bible, even the deity is often invoked in the imperative to call for immediate action
(e.g., Ps 3:7; 7:6; 10:12; see also Bridge 2010: 523-524).
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Grammatically speaking, the opening of AO 18 was also used in several letters
from Lachish. After the sender-addressee opening, the subject of the first wish-
you-well sentence is always the deity, and its predicate is a jussive: M v, “let
YHWH hear him,” or m* X7, “let YHWH see him.”

However, in some Lachish letters (6th century BCE), the sender either used
an older transition formula (2’2 ny 2°3 ny), of which n¥1is simply a later shortcut
(Torczyner et al. 1938: 109-111), or he elegantly modified the transition
formula n¥1 to incorporate it in the blessing. Moreover, to appear as humble and
thankful as possible (Bridge 2011), the scribe introduced a self-abasement,
which then served as the “new” transition formula to the body of the letter, as in
LO 6: now 5 295 72y °n bW .7 DY DR OITR IR M LR LR IR R,
w7277 7[00 NIX 17X, “To my lord Ya’'ush. May YHWH cause my lord to see at
this very time peace. Who is your servant (but) a dog that my lord sent him the
king’s [lette]r...” (lines 1-4). Basically, the same construction underlies LO 2,
which, having only a very short body, is cited in full (Zammit 2017): WX’ 217X 9%
.7a[Y] AR DITR 9T 0D 29D 972V Sn oD .Y DD .Y 090 NYRY DR DR M I
AT XY WK 127 [27IR DR M 102, “To my lord Ya'ush. May YHWH cause
my lord to hear tidings of well-being now, today, this very day. Who is your servant
(but) a dog that my lord remembered his [se]rvant? May YHWH promptly bring
my 1[ord] first knowledge of a matter of which you/I do not know” (lines 1-6).

Alice Mandell (2022) recently identified the enigmatic letter LO 2 as a model
text to teach letter writing. Her conclusion rests on the assumption that the scribe
committed an error and wrote 722 (see the discussion in Zammit 2017) instead
of 712’ (line 5). Assuming that this metathesis is valid, it is tempting to view the
reading 2311, to load, in AO 1:7 (see Section 3) as a similar mistake (Mandell
2022: 105), confused with 7270, to mix. However, there is no need for
emendation, as 2590 makes perfect sense. The recipient of AO 1 was “told to load
a sufficient quantity of flour to make bread for the troops” (Ahituv 2008: 95; cf.
HAE I: 355-356; Dobbs-Allsopp et al. 2005: 8). Another, more promising case of
confusing bkr with brk comes from the Hebrew Bible (Mandell 2022: 104):

AR 337 10232 hyny ray i 7021 91023 X7 2 IR0 1KY i
ARPY M52 W TR VAN I3 T °P 11032 WMDY X9 X
The sons of Ruben, the firstborn of Israel: He was actually the

firstborn, but because he defiled his father’s bed his birthright
was given to the sons of Joseph, the son of Israel, so that he is not
enrolled in the genealogy according to the birthright; though Judah
became prominent among his brothers and a ruler came from him,
yet the birthright belonged to Joseph (1 Chr 5:1-2; my translation).
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To serve as an example for LO 2, however, the confusion goes the wrong
way. Instead of reading and translating 7733, birthright, thrice, the Septuagint
reads 7373, blessing, twice (italicized) and 7733, birthright, once. Moreover,
this alternative reading (probably of the LXX-Vorlage) does not change the basic
meaning of 1 Chr 5:1-2. It is even possible that the reading of the LXX(-Vorlage)
was the original and the Masoretic text secondary. In this case, the change from
11192 to 1572 would be due to assimilation since the root bkr is used twice before
("M21Chr S:1a) and once after the two readings in question (1 Chr 5:3).
Alternatively, the change may have been made for theological reasons (Rudolph
1955: 43). Be that as it may, the scribe of LO 2 was not involved in any literary
copying process, unlike the biblical scribe. LO 2 offers no contextual reasons why
an experienced scribe should change or confuse the letter sequence of the
common root brk, suggesting that ybrk might simply be a scribal slip. However,
contrary to the variants in 1 Chr S or scribal slips, such as n372 for <1>n>72in AO
16:3 (see Section S), the confusion would not only have led to a completely
different meaning but also to a different letter structure, rendering the expanded
greeting after the self-abasement formula unrecognizable. Moreover, the ostracon
derives from the same storage jar as LO 6, and judging from the script, its scribe
was not a novice and probably wrote LO 6 as well (Lehmann 2003; Mandell
2022: 92). It is conceivable that the scribe would have immediately recognized his
mistake if he glanced at the ostracon because the sequence kr of ybkr is clearly
visible in the middle of the penultimate line (Torczyner et al. 1938: 34).

Mandell goes on to argue that the originally intended blessing formula is
extraordinary, using the jussive 712’ instead of the performative perfect 701372 (see
Sections 5-7), and affirms that this “rare” example would be “appropriate for a
situation where a lower-status person writes to a professional superior” (Mandell
2022: 103). However, the only other letter opening that uses ybrk, the jussive of
the root brk, is the practice piece KAjr 3.6 from ca. 800 BCE (see Section 2). But
unlike LO 2, ybrk in KAjr 3.6 is introduced after the formula brktk I + DN(s), and
its form hides the object (you) by assimilating the suffix (Ahituv, Eshel, and
Meshel 2012: 96). Later letter openings solely use the formula brktk I + DN,
except for the highly dubious ostracon *Moussaieff 2 (Bordreuil, Israel, and
Pardee 1998: 7; see Section 6). It seems that in LO 2, part of the greeting was
added after the debasement formula “Who is your servant (but) a dog.” However,
in the few similar inscriptions we have, the submissive self-designation always
serves as a transition to the main body of the letter (Schwiderski 1997: 135-136;
Pardee 2002: 79, n. S; Bridge 2010: 525) or as the beginning of the actual
message. This is the case in LO 6: ...7517 1[50 NIX 178 12w 23 293 72w °n,
“who is your servant (but) a dog that my lord sent him the king’s [lette]r
...” (lines 2-4). LO S (see Section 4.2) is poorly preserved but clearly
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features the same function as the debasement formula: % nr%[w] °5 .2%5 729 »»
[2700]7 .[nIX 7729, “Who is your servant (but) a dog, that you [s]ent to your
servant the [letters]?” (lines 3-5). LO 12 bears only faint traces of writing, but,
even here, the salutation does not continue after the possible self-humiliation (lines
1-2; see Pardee et al. 1982: 108; Bridge 2010: 526). A similar submissive self-
designation is known from the Amarna letters (EA 201:15, 202:13, 247:15,
378:18-25),% where it is always used at the beginning of or in the main part of the
letter. Nevertheless, LO 2 may be seen as an exception as that part of the
introductory blessing comes affer the debasement formula (Zammit 2016: 199
200; Mandell 2022: 10S n. 64). However, it is noteworthy that in LOs S, 6, and
probably 12, the phrase *> 275 772y " is used after the sender received information
through letters (Bridge 2010: 527). The receipt of information or goods seems to
have been in the background of LO 2 as well. The sender thankfully acknowledges
what he received: “My lord remembered his servant,” .772[¥] .NX 2178 737, Only LO
2 uses the root zkr (Zammit 2017: 54), whereas LOs S and 6 (and probably 12)
use $Th to acknowledge the receipt of letters. In view of the parallels presented above,
it is likely that the phrase .927 "[17]X n& M 122, “May YHWH promptly bring my
1[ord] first knowledge of a word/information,” underpins the sender’s gratitude
for the specific attention he had received. Now, his lord should likewise be favored
by YHWH (DCH II: 173)° in order to receive important information quickly (cf.
Torczyner et al. 1938: 41; Ahituv 2008: 62; Zammit 2017: SS). Considering the
imminent military threat pervading the background of the Lachish letters, it is
plausible that the sender purposefully withheld certain details. While striving to
convey important news to his superior, he did not betray any details. This may
account for the rather succinct nature of LO 2. Last but not least, if LO 2 was a
model letter, why is its extended blessing, supposedly introduced with 772 after the
self-abasement, not reflected in any other letter? To conclude, LO 2 remains a
puzzling letter. Seeing it as an exercise piece is an attractive theory, but one that, I
think, raises more questions than answers.

S The formulaic statement “Who is the dog that would not obey the order of the king?” is also used in the
body of several letters to affirm loyalty (Bridge 2010: 527; Zammit 2016: 205-210).

6 Verbal instantiations of bkr are rare in Biblical Hebrew, only conveying meanings such as “treat as a
firstborn” or “treat preferentially” (Mandell 2022: 94). Evidence for the use of the root bkr in the basic
sense of “do sth. early / for the first time” does not only come from Syriac (Sokoloff 2009: 152) and
Classical Arabic (Lane 1863: 239-240) but also from the Ancient North Arabian inscriptions (http://
krc.orient.ox.ac.uk/ociana/corpus/pages/ OCIANA 0030289.html; Al-Jallad and Jaworska 2019: 60).
Moreover, the reflexive stem of the root was used in Ancient South Arabian in the sense of “to participate
(in a battle) for the first time” (http://sabaweb.uni-jena.de/SabaWeb/Suche/Suche/SearchResultList?
idSearchRoot=bkr). In this context, itis noteworthy (or is it a mere coincidence?) that two nouns
richly attested in ANA inscriptions and based on the root bkr became loanwords in Hebrew during the
later Judean monarchy, namely 133, young camel (Is 60:6), and 7173, young (she)-camel (Jer 2:23;
Knauf and Niemann 2021: 269; Heide and Peters 2021: 284, 288). There was obviously some
language contact between Judah and ancient North Arabia in this period.
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LO 3 lacks any self-abasement but, nevertheless, points to the formality of the
sender-addressee relationship by beginning with 772y, your servant (Bridge
2010: 524), and the name of the sender: wWix> *178% 7377 .A%W amywn 772y,
W TV 2V NYPAYY 29w .LNYRY C1TR DR M ynwe, “Your servant, Hosha ‘yahu,
sends (herewith) to inform my lord Ya'ush: May YHWH cause my lord to hear
tidings of peace and tidings of good. And now, ...” (lines 1-4; cf. Thomas 2009:
23). The syntagm 1782 7A77 12w is also known from Gen 32:6 7377 Am7wR)
17RY, “So I sent to inform my lord.” There is also an unprovenanced ostracon, *JH
432, that uses the same syntagm in a different context (see Section 6). Finally, the
formula 2v nynwY 09w NYnw combines the wish-for-good-news from LO 2 (see
above) and LO 4 (see Section 4.2.; Ahituv 2008: 65).

4.2. Letters without addressee-sender openings

Letters by subordinates to their superiors that lack any addressee-sender opening
(Pardee et al. 1982: 94) begin immediately with the wish for good news: ysm’
YHWH 't "dny $m’t t b/slm. The names of the sender and the recipient are not
explicitly mentioned, but the letters probably belong to the correspondence of
Ya’ush (Ahituv 2008: 69-70).

LO 9 uses the shortest wish: N[¥1 av] 07w [NYyR]w *178 IR .M ¥ynw”, “May
YHWH cause my lord to hear n[ew]s of peace and [good news, and
noJw...” (lines 1-3). LO 9 also has a very short body, consisting mainly of
imperatives, comparable to the Arad letters (see Section 3).

LO 4 seems to play on the transition formula but retains it: [17% nX 71T yHY
N .av nvnw .00 0y, “May YHW[H cause my lor]d to hear good news this very
day. And now ...” (lines 1-2). LO $ lacks ni1 but has extended constructions of nv
and a self-abasement formula instead (see Section 4.1): nynw TR NX] M yAwr.
e 73,290 772V 2n 20D Ny o> nwl 2w albwl, “May YHWH cause my [lord] to hear
news of [pea]ce and good tidings [now, today, this very da]y. Who is your
servant (but) a dog that ...” (lines 1-4). The same applies to LO 8, which lacks the
self-abasement formula. Unfortunately, the inscription is largely faded: [ma]” ¥aw»
2% [Ny 213 NV .3y AY[RIY [13TR AR, “May Y{HW]H cause [my] lord to hear news
of peace and good tidings now, today, this very day” (lines 1-2; not in Ahituv 2008;
compare Dobbs-Allsopp et al. [2005: 325] with Zammit [2016: 23]). It appears
that the variations in these greetings reflect adaptations to the sender-recipient
relationship and the subject at hand (for more details, see Bridge 2010; Zammit
2016: 199-204).

The well-known Me sad Hashavyahu ostracon (7th century BCE), a judicial
plea, seems to share some features with these non-addressed openings. However,
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except for 17X y»w», may my lord hear (line 1), it substantially deviates from the
letters above, lacking addressee, greeting, and any transition formula (Pardee et
al. 1982:23;2002: 77; Bridge 2010: n. 17).

5. Letter Openings between Colleagues or Relatives
Another type of letter opening suggests collegial or familial relationships
(Thomas 2009: 23-25). It often combines a wish for well-being, expressed in
the form of $§lh I$lm + addressee + wislm bytk, and the blessing known from the
exercise letter KAjr 3.6, except that the deity is not “maximized” (mm™> .7n372
AnWwR? 180, “I hereby bless you to YHWH of Teman and his asherah”), but
strictly limited to YHWH (Schniedewind and Smoak 2019: 6). According to the
newly established reading of AO 16 (Mendel-Geberovich et al. 2017), this letter
opens with, n¥1 .MM .<T>N372 T2 2OWH L2WHR Dhwh nhw amiin 7anx,
“Your friend, Hananyahu, sends (herewith) concerning the welfare of ’Elyashib,
and to the welfare of your house. I (hereby) bless (you) to YHWH. And now,
...” (lines 1-3). The same opening was used in another ostracon from Arad: .712
D3 LA0TT2 9072 A .ot R0OR [12] 1RTa .ahwR Lahw 9o, “Your son,
Yehucal, sends (herewith) concerning the welfare of Gadalyahu [son of ] Elya’ir
and concerning the welfare of your house. I (hereby) bless you to [YHW]H.
And now, ...” (AO 21:1-3). The same applies to AO 40, except that 72 22w
is missing:.ny A0MY] N7 oY [DPWR] nbw amnnn DR o013, “Your
sons Gemar[yahu] and Nehemyahu send (herewith) [concerning the welfare] of
Malchiyahu. I (hereby) bless you [to YHW]H. And now, ...” (lines 1-4).

6. Letter Openings in Non-Provenanced Ostraca

In the last two decades, several non-provenanced ostraca palaeographically dated
to the late pre-exilic period were published. Some have letter openings similar to
AOs 21 and 40 (see Section S). Ostracon no. 1 from the Kaufman Collection uses
practically the same opening formula as AO 21 (Lemaire 2012: 35; 2015: 97): . 722
oy ML TN572 .12 .a0wD A .obwh nhw 1w, “Your son, Shelemyahu,
sends (herewith) concerning the welfare of Yahmalyahu and concerning the welfare
of your house. I (hereby) bless you to YHWH. And now, ...” (*Kaufman 1:1-5).

Another ostracon from an unnamed private collection in Jerusalem, which
allegedly hails from the Shephelah (Lemaire and Yardeni 2006: 204) and is
difficult to read, belongs to the same category but omits 72 2%, the welfare
of your house, and the blessing: N1 .%w a[>w1% A% 1773 713, “Your son
Gedalyahu sends (herewith) concerning the we[lfa]re of Shallum. And now ...”
(*NN 3:1-2).
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Ostracon *JH 432 from the Jeselsohn Collection, the so-called Nogadim Ostracon
(Ahituv 2008: 194; Eshel and Eshel 2008), uses a more formal syntagm known
from LO 3 (73177 17w, sent to inform; see Section 4.1). Although it suggests a close
relationship between sender and recipient (713, your son), it omits both the “welfare
of your house” and the blessing: ... .1 amnbwH 777 W iman1 913, “Your son
Netanyahu sends (herewith) to inform Shelemyahu. And now ...” (lines 1-3).

Another ostracon from the Jeselsohn Collection betrays a professional
relationship between the sender and the recipient (772v, your servant, sends to
178, my lord; see Section 4.1, LO 3) but uses the same devices as AO 21 (Ahituv
2008: 199-202; Lemaire and Langlois 2021: 86*): 2178 2ow? mow 1¥7 772w
concerning the welfare of my lord Nadabyahu and concerning the welfare of your
house. I (hereby) bless you to YHWH. And now ...” (*JH 433:1-4).

Two letters from the Jeselsohn Collection, *JH 28 and *JH 29, have a similar
wish for well-being as AO 18 (Lemaire and Langlois 2021: 86*): 178> 28w mim
05w, “May YHWH concern himself with the welfare of my lord” (see Section
4.1). Mentioning the deity before the verb renders this opening unusual.

Some letters have a brief opening comparable to the military-style letters from
Arad (see Section 3), such as .A¥1 19D .9X, “To Pelatyahu. And now ...” (*NN
1:1); A9 ...17 98, “To D[ ... And] now ...” (*NN 2:1; Lemaire and Yardeni 2006:
197-201); and 1 [ ...1% %Ix], “[T]o L[...] And now ...” (*JH 208:1; Lemaire
and Langlois 2021: 90%).

Last but not least, a partially legible ostracon from the antiquities market
(Lemaire and Yardeni 2006: 205) uses the rare opening formula “message of PN”
(see Section 2) but continues in a unique way: ... 727X 737 2PINAY 1A LAY,
“Message of Mikayahu to Matanyahu, ‘Behold, I shall speak ...” (*NN 4:1-3).

On the one hand, these pieces indicate that authors enjoyed more freedom to
combine various greetings and adapt to specific sender-addressee relationships
and situations than the few letters from Arad and Lachish would suggest. On the
other hand, the non-provenanced ostraca do not attest to yet unknown elements
in the greeting formulas. The few letters from Arad and Lachish seem to provide
a basic but sufficient insight into late pre-exilic letter formulas. It would be unwise
to draw further conclusions from inscriptions from the antiquities market, and we
must hope for further in situ finds to confirm our preliminary observations. Two
additional inscriptions should be noted. The *Marzeah Papyrus seems to use a
variant of the prophetic message opening, X117 .JA%X 172K .13, “thus the gods say
to Gera” (see Section 2), but should be regarded as dubious at best (Cross 1996;
Ahituv 2008: 427; cf. Ahituv 2023: 321-325). The ostracon *Moussaieff 2, which
is highly questionable in terms of paleography and content (Berlejung and Schiile
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1998; Eph‘al and Naveh 1998; Lemaire 1999; Rollston 2003), is to date the only
ostracon, besides KAjr 3.6, to use the jussive of the root brk in the letter opening,
albeit in the form ybrkk (see Ruth 2:4; Ahituv 2014: 31):.ny1 .0%wa M 7232,
“May YHWH bless you in peace. And now ...” (*Moussaieff 2:1; see Section 4.1).

7. Letter Openings, Dedicatory Formulas, and Greetings

In the letter openings reviewed in Section S, the subject of the blessing mm> 70372
and others like it is always the sender. It differs from dedicatory formulas (Mandell
2012: 143) that bless the owner of inscribed objects, such as the stone basin
inscription KAjr 1.2 (9th-8th centuries BCE; Ahituv, Eshel, and Meshel 2012:
76): 1% ’A T2 MW 12 v7avY, “For ‘Obadyaw son of ‘Adna: Blessed be he to
YHW.” This formula was also used in the tomb inscription Khirbet el-Qom 1
(Naveh 1979; Ahituv 2008: 221; 8th century BCE): mm? .17 .713, “Blessed be
"Uriyahu to YHWH.” Other stone blocks with dedications using the term 772
were probably carved out of the same burial cave (Naveh 2001; Dobbs-Allsopp et
al. 2005: 575-578). Compared with the Hebrew Bible, the dedicatory formula is
identical to blessings that occur in personal greetings, such as Gen 14:19 (M2
P9y 989 072X) and Ruth 2:20 (m™2 X7 7132). Often, the person greeted and
blessed is addressed in the 2nd person, as in 1 Sam 15:13, 23:21, 2 Sam 2:§, Ruth
3:10, and Ps 115:15 (Mandell 2012: 143). Sometimes, blessings in the 2nd and
the 3rd person are combined. Ketef Hinnom 2 (7th century BCE; Ahituv 2012)
blesses the owner of the amulet in the 3rd person (Barkay et al. 2004: 68)—...5 ]

CoWYA [ANPY IR 993 VA0, “[For ... Jyahu: Blessed be h[e]/sh[e] to
YHW[H] who helps...” (lines 1-3)—but employs the 2nd person in an
additional blessing at the end: 72 o PIPX] P1® AP W TS M T
a[°lw, “May YHWH bless you, keep you. May YH[W]H make his face shine
[upon] you and grant you p[ea] ce” (lines S-12). This blessing is also quoted (at
least in part) in Ketef Hinnom 1 (Barkay et al. 2004: 61): 1[x°] Taw[™] M 12
- [7135 M, “May YHWH bless you and [may he] keep you. May YHWH make
[his fa]ce shine ...” (lines 1:14-18). Although Ketef Hinnom 1 seems to address
people collectively, the final blessings of lines 14-18 were most likely specifically
addressed to the owner (Barkay et al. 2004: 61). Moreover, in KAjr 3.6, this
phrase is also part of the letter-opening exercise, blessing the addressee as an
individual (Sections 2, 4.1). It is noteworthy that unlike the passive forms known
from dedicatory inscriptions (M™% ... 772) and personal greetings, the active
blessing formula M™% 7n372 presently only appears as an epistolary formula
(Pardee et al. 1982: 49).
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8. Peculiar Letter Endings: “One more thing”

Some of the better-preserved military-style letters from the late pre-exilic period
have a distinct feature: Instead of a formal conclusion, they close with a message
that seems unimportant in terms of its position but very interesting in terms of its
content. These letters save an important message for last. In doing so, the closing
message sometimes appears as a natural sequence of different topics or questions
that the sender addresses (cf. Schniedewind 2023: 214), as in LO 3: 1720 790
VIR LI<T>aY LA nwn nRY LR2T LIRD LU 12 .00 LR Ran TR LAy
2178, “And, as for the letter of Tobiyahu, the servant of the king, which came to
Shallum, the son of Yaddua, from the prophet, saying, ‘Be on guard!, your
ser<va>nt is sending it to my lord” (lines 19-21). The same applies to LO 4: y1
TPTY DR ARAIRY °2 TR NI WK DNRT 920 02w 0 LW nRwn JOR °3, “And
let him know that for the fire-signal of Lachish we are keeping watch according to
all the signs which my lord has given, because we cannot see Azekah” (lines 10~
13). LO 5:9-10 probably belongs to this category, too: .Jmab 8<31>* .72V 2K
77n% v, “Will Tobiyahu of the royal family <co>me to your servant?” (Ahituv
2008: 77) or: “Is it to your servant that Tobiyahu will <b>ring royal
grain?” (Na’aman 2012: 224-225).

In other cases, the final message features a change of topic relative to the main
body of the text: 2w .X7 M ma 0% 21y WX 1279, “Concerning the
matter which you commanded me, it is accomplished: he is staying in the house
of YHWH” (AO 18:9-10). See also AO 24: *nn>w 717 .05w3213 A3NR 7227 727
7MW .0TR .XAN LD LYWOR DR LOWIRT .27 002 7YY, “And the word of the king
directed to you, on your very lives. Look, I have written to warn you: The men to
Elisha, lest Edom should enter there” (lines 17-20). The same probably applies
to AO 40: [D]7R [MIWR .Av7 DX [ 17 DR A5 .07 JuPR 9 1M 0n v,
“May the king of Juda[h] be apprised [that w]e are not able to send the [ ...] the
evil whi[ch] Edo[m] ...” (lines 13-15). Some letters seem to have traces of such
important news (AO 3:12: 0A7x], “and the Edomites”; AO 21:5: 27X, “Edom”),
but the missing context does not allow further conclusions.

Dwelling on this feature, one letter from the Hebrew Bible comes to mind:
King David’s written order to murder Uriyah the Hittite. If letter writing in this
early period of the United Monarchy is comparable to the later Iron Age, the
king’s letter to his officer, Joab, probably began with ordinary, everyday matters,
such as military data and instructions, retaining the most important message for
the very end or even the reverse side of the letter, asin AO 18.
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DX 127 9BRY 902 2PN IR T2 AW aRPTOR 90 M7 2RO
:NR) 7123) PIIRR BOIY) ARINT ARNRT 238 PMTOR MR
And David wrote aletter to Joab and sent it by the hand of Uriah. In
the letter he wrote, Set Uriah in the forefront of the hardest fighting,
and then draw back from him, that he may be struck down, and die
(2 Sam 11:14-15; my translation)

9. Conclusion

To compose their letters, the scribes from Arad, Lachish, and other places
employed several syntagms:

(1) It seems that whereas in the Hebrew Bible, high officials and prophets
frequently used the phrase 1% 713, the late pre-exilic Judean scribes did not,
and they even avoided the shortened form 77¥, message of. Instead, various
text modules were used according to the social positions of the sender and
the recipient.

(2) In messages from a superior to his subordinate, imperatives or equivalent
verbal forms were often used in the body of the letters.

(3) Imperatives were also used in letters from subordinates to their superiors,
which suggests that their primary purpose was to call for immediate action.
Moreover, in some letters, the sender took great care to maximize his “best
wishes” and emphasize his loyalty, transitioning from the introduction to the
body of the letter with a self-abasement formula.

(4) Letters between friends, relatives, or colleagues usually contained a blessing
in the form of “I (hereby) bless you to YHWH,” which differed from
dedications (Section 7; blessed is so-and-so to YHWH).

(S) Letter openings from non-provenanced ostraca do not indicate hitherto
unknown expressions. However, they do demonstrate how introductory
phrases were tailored to specific situations, manifesting the freedom to prefer
or combine different forms of greeting.”

(6) The scribes from Arad and Lachish structured some letters so that significant
subjects appear at the end.

7 Ifthe ostraca (or at least some of them) are forgeries, the forgers were careful enough to imitate genuine
letters while using some flexibility. If the ostraca (or at least some of them) are genuine, they contribute
nothing of significance to the observations made so far.
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